slavery (Fogel and Engerman 1974) . William G. Thomas recently reminded us how Fogel and Engerman met with extensive and justified criticism for failing to take sufficient account of what slavery meant in human terms for its victims and perpetuators when interpreting the results of computationally based analyses of the day-to-day material conditions of life under slavery. Thomas has also rightly pointed out that, in its aftermath in North America, the controversy legitimated scepticism and disinterest in historical computing (Thomas 2004) .
At the time of this controversy, the department in which I was studying was hosting a British Council visit by Peter Laslett. With demographer Tony Wrigley, Laslett founded the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure in 1964; at that time he was engaged in computationally based analysis of family life and sexual relations outside of marriage in early modern England (Laslett 1977). We honours students at that time were studying slavery in antebellum America, and after one lecture we were able to ask Laslett whether his computer-based analysis of parish registers and other sources similar to those employed by Fogel and Engerman would likewise discount the significance of individual and collective interpretations of reality.
Laslett had, of course, read Time on the Cross and followed its reception. He readily spoke at length with us about what he saw as the strengths and weaknesses of the kinds of large-scale quantitative research projects that computation had made possible (see Laslett 1999). He did so, moreover, with a degree of historiographical sophistication that continues to inform my uses of computer and information techniques in historical research and teaching.
Laslett did not come to computer-based analysis of past lifeways and social structures with formal training in historical demography or economic history. He came with a substantial reputation as a historian of seventeenth-century British political thought (see Locke and Laslett 1960) . With Quentin Skinner and J. G. A. Pocock, Laslett was among influential contributors to the development of the so-called Cambridge School of the history of political thought (Pocock 2009).
Laslett carefully explained to us that he, too, was critical of numerous claims by Fogel and Engerman. But he nonetheless believed that there were trends and correlations in their data that required better explanations than the received historiography of slavery offered. Similarly his own work at that time on family and sexuality in seventeenth-century England was guided by the premise that the prime value of computing would be to disclose patterns confirming or challenging assumptions about the social history of the era grounded in explication of contemporary published and private documentary sources (see his contributions to Wachter et al. 1978) . In this respect, Laslett's approach to historical computing reflected the influence of the Cambridge School of political thought.
1 It was in harmony with-and perhaps directly influenced by-the views of Michael Oakeshott, the Cambridge conservative philosopher and political theorist. In his final book of essays, On History (1983), Oakeshott argued that computer-based analysis could be productively used to 'anatomise an historical situation, to . . . display the situation as structure composed of correlations'. But, he
